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Summary 

The Streetwise Disability Circus Project at Knockavoe was generally considered to be very successful. 

Feedback from participants, audience members, staff and tutors all highlighted several worthy 

benefits of the workshops and final showcase, with particular reference to; 

 Increased self-confidence and self-esteem 

 A sense of fun 

 Trying something new 

 Improvements in social skills and communication 

 Improvements in physical well-being 

 Learning new skills 

The overall aims and objectives of the project were all achieved at Knockavoe. In addition, some of 

the aims and objectives of teaching circus skills in general were scrutinised and clarified by 

undertaking this evaluation. 

There were several unintended outcomes of the project that should be recorded and articulated in 

future funding proposals. 

The evaluation identified five areas of recommendation for improvement in future projects: 

 Communication 

 Project management 

 Understanding of the benefits of circus skills 

 Evaluation 

 Completion of a project 
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Background 

 

From October 2010 to June 2011, Streetwise Community Circus CIC1 (hereafter Streetwise) ran a 

program of circus workshops in Knockavoe School and Resource Centre, Strabane (hereafter 

Knockavoe). These workshops were part funded by the National Lottery, through the Arts Council for 

Northern Ireland and part funded by our partner organisation Border Arts. The workshops were part 

of the Streetwise Disability Circus Project, which also included workshop programmes in other 

locations throughout Northern Ireland. None of the participants for this strand of the project had 

worked with Streetwise in the past, and were thus considered to be ‘new’ partners. Border Arts 

chose Knockavoe for this project as the school offered a means to host a well-structured and well 

supported series of workshops that would be delivered to a high number of participants in the area. 

The aims and objectives of the Streetwise Disability Circus Project are as follows: 

 To introduce to new groups the benefits of circus skills 

 To enhance circus skills levels 

 To have a positive impact on health 

 To promote inclusion 

 To enhance self esteem 

 To form new relationships between the arts, health, and community sectors 

 To promote an increased acceptance of disabled people in our society  

This evaluation investigates how, and to what extent, these objectives were met. The analysis 

presented is based on feedback collated from students and staff at Knockavoe, parents and carers 

present at the final showcase event, and Streetwise tutors involved on the project. In addition to 

data collected about the objectives of this project, a number of other issues were raised in the 

evaluation process (both positive and negative), which are discussed in detail throughout. 

The methodology for this evaluation was largely ethnographic in nature and combined participant 

observation conducted at workshops and at the final showcase; questionnaires distributed to 

participants and staff; an open-ended interview with the school principal; and a focus-group 

conducted with all but one of the 5 Streetwise tutors associated with the project. The general nature 

of the evaluation drew upon recommendations from 2 key documents: Keating 2002, and Jackson 

2004. 

 

  

                                                           
1 Community Interest Company 
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Introduction 

Knockavoe School provides education for pupils aged 3 to 19 years with severe and moderate 

learning difficulties. Streetwise is a community arts company specialising in teaching circus skills. 

Since 2002 they have been developing programmes designed specifically to teach circus and 

performance skills to people with intellectual and/or learning disabilities. Streetwise provided 18 

workshops at Knockavoe culminating in a showcase event at the school in June 2011 that was open 

to pupil’s family members, friends and carers.  

The workshops were of mixed ability combining participants with severe and moderate learning 

difficulties and included the following skills: juggling and manipulation, diabolo, flowerstick, stilt-

walking, plate-spinning, hat manipulation, poi, and clowning. The only skill that is normally taught by 

Streetwise that was excluded from Knockavoe was unicycle; although the decision to exclude this 

skill was based on safety factors regarding the high number of pupils within the room, rather than 

any assumptions made regarding ability2. 

Streetwise provided 3 tutors (one lead tutor and 2 others) to run each workshop3, with each session 

generally including around 18 – 20 participants. Knockavoe staff were always present at these 

workshops and included both teachers and teaching support staff. 

Prior to the Christmas break, sessions were run as open sessions to introduce the range of circus 

skills on offer, thus allowing each participant the opportunity to ‘have a go’ at everything. Following 

the Christmas break, more focus was introduced to allow the participants to develop one or two 

skills that they could develop further in order to demonstrate at the final showcase event in June 

2011. 

Each session lasted between 1 ½ and 2 hours. Participants were drawn from different classes, and so 

there was often a period at the beginning of each session waiting for all participants to arrive.  

The sessions would generally begin with a loose open practice session where participants could 

begin to practice. Once all participants were present, the lead tutor would run a group game – often 

a parachute game – followed by a briefing meeting where a plan for the workshop would be 

discussed with the participants. Each student would thus be aware of the output expected of them 

each week.  

Following this briefing the participants were given time to practice their chosen skill or skills, and 

each tutor was assigned a group of participants to work with.  

Toward the end of each session the participants were offered the opportunity to perform their skills 

in front of their peers. This ‘showtime’ was intended to allow the participants to become more 

familiar and more comfortable with performing their chosen skill, and provided a focus for each 

workshop. 

                                                           
2 Streetwise do not, at present, provide tutoring in other more physically demanding circus skills such as 
trapeze/aerial skills, tight wire, and tumbling/acrobatics. 
3 From a team of 5 tutors allocated to the project 
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Following the showtime, the workshop would end with either a group game, such as juggling ball 

bowling, or a closing briefing session where the tutors would praise the participants for their hard 

work. 

Streetwise tutors would hold informal briefing sessions before and after each workshop to discuss 

the plan for each workshop, and how that plan was progressing each week. Thus, each member of 

the team was generally kept informed of the overall dynamic of the project. 

In the closing weeks of the project, the tutors began to draw more focus towards the final showcase 

event in June, and ensured that each participant had a performance piece that they were happy to 

show off to an audience other than their peers. 

This event was largely successful (see audience evaluation below) and the participants performed to 

an invited audience of friends, family and Knockavoe staff, following which they were awarded with 

their ‘circus skills’ certificates. 

 

 

Knockavoe students and Streetwise staff with their circus skills certificates  
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Feedback from participants. 

 

The following feedback was collected from the participants of the Knockavoe circus skills programme 

prior to the showcase event in June 2011. Questionnaires (see Appendix 1) were distributed to all 

teachers who had pupils involved in the project. Two teachers chose to discuss the questions as a 

whole class, and therefore returned single small group evaluations; others distributed the 

questionnaires to 10 individuals, who completed and returned them, with one additional individual 

dictating responses to their teacher. Although no precise figures regarding return rates were 

collected, for the sake of this evaluation the following information can be seen to be generally 

representative of all the Knockavoe pupils involved in the circus skills project. 

The logic behind the participant questionnaire was to establish what motivated people to get 

involved in the circus project, and what they saw as the benefits of being involved. This data can 

then connect to some of the existing benefits that Streetwise have identified as positive outcomes of 

learning circus, and enable us to improve our future projects. 

 

Question 1: Why did you get involved in this project? 

Reason Group 14 Group 2 Individuals (11) 

Involved before    

Good opportunity  X 7 

Curiosity  X 3 

Something to do  X 1 

Something new   4 

To learn/ practice  X 5 

Interested in circus  X 6 

Friends involved   3 

Fun  X 9 

New friends    

Community   1 

Don’t know    

Other     

 

Most participants saw this as a good opportunity, and as a chance to have some fun! This is quite 

encouraging, and it is good to know that Streetwise circus workshops are considered to be 

enjoyable. It is also encouraging that many participants showed an interest in circus and wanted to 

learn and to practice, thus fulfilling the objective of enhancing circus skills levels. The ethos behind 

so many circus skills is that there is no magic to any of them; anybody can achieve a high level of skill 

merely by continuing to practice the skill – participants clearly understood this and were often eager 

to continue to practice their chosen skills. None of the participants on this project had been involved 

in circus before, therefore supporting the objective of introducing the benefits of circus skills to new 

groups.  

                                                           
4 It is unclear why there were no responses to this question amongst group 1. 
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None of the participants saw this as an opportunity to make new friends, although in a school 

environment this is probably not as relevant as it would be elsewhere. However, many chose to 

participate as their existing friends were involved, and several respondents to question 4 (below) 

cite that they did make friends during the project. Indeed, the socialisation aspect of the workshops 

was commended by staff in the school (see Staff evaluation section), and seems to have been an 

unintended positive outcome for the participants themselves. 

Most participants seemed to have made a conscious decision to join in on the project, rather than 

considered it as merely ‘something to do’. There was generally an excitement around the workshops 

that was based on the novelty of circus, and the opportunity to do something that relatively few 

other people – regardless of ability – had been given the opportunity to do. 

 

Question 2: What is the most important thing that has happened for you since starting 

this project? 

Group 1 “Children have become more confident and worked well as part of a team” 
 

Group 2 “learning new tricks” 
 

Individuals 
(6/11 
responses) 

“I am able to juggle”,  
“learnt new skills, like spinning plates” 
“I’m able to juggle”,  
“able to use the hats”,  
“I juggle balls and hat-tricks”,  
“The shoes [sic -shows?] are the best. 

 

Clearly the main impact from the participants’ perspective is that they have acquired a whole new 

set of skills. According to one group, they also consider themselves to be more confident – this is a 

recurring theme in Streetwise’s work and is most notable in the responses gathered from the 

audience evaluations. An improvement in team dynamics is discussed below and is a result 

mentioned by staff at Knockavoe as a very positive outcome of this project. 

 

Question 3: Did you enjoy being involved in the project? 

Group 1 Liked it 
 

Group 2 Loved it, liked it 
 

Individuals Loved it – 8 
Liked it – 2 
Neutral – 1  
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The project was considered to be an enjoyable one, and this is further evidenced by the generally 

positive atmosphere of both the workshops and the final showcase event. The following question 

sought to elicit more detailed responses from the participants. 

 

Question 4: Did any of the things from the following list happen through being involved in 

the project? 

Outcomes Group 1 Group 2 Individuals (11) 

Tried something new X X 11 

Challenged myself  X 4 

Took a risk  X 1 

Did something I’m proud of  X 8 

Created art  X 1 

Made friends  X 4 

Explored interests  X 4 

Group work X X 1 

Learnt new things X X 9 

Developed confidence X X 4 

Felt proud X X 9 

Felt happy X X 11 

Felt well, healthy  X 3 

Learnt about other 
people/cultures 

   

New skills X X 11 

Employment skills    

Skills for studying    

Something positive for myself  X 3 

Something positive for the 
community 

   

 

Despite the many options open to respondents on this question, there seem to be 3 recurring 

themes to the participant evaluation as a whole: 

1. Circus was something totally new 

2. Circus allowed participants to develop new skills 

3. Circus is very enjoyable 

The fact that Streetwise achieved the objectives of introducing and enhancing circus skills to new 

groups should now be taken as read. And the fact that almost all of the participants rated the project 

experience as highly enjoyable, and resulted in feelings of happiness should also be acknowledged. 

What is perhaps more interesting, and more valuable, is to acknowledge the high number of 

respondents who refer to feelings of pride, confidence, and doing something positive for 

themselves. Clearly this circus project provided an opportunity for these participants to develop 

genuine feelings of self-esteem in a highly enjoyable environment. It is therefore crucial that 

Streetwise recognise this value and ensure that it is replicated in other projects. 
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Two factors that are perhaps worth elaborating upon here are the concepts of risk, and group work.  

Risk: 

Recent academic investigation in the world of community circus (albeit quite limited at the moment) 

has focussed on the concept of risk taking as a positive challenge for project participants (e.g. Bolton 

2004, McCutcheon 2003). I am generally unsure as to whether this applies wholeheartedly to the 

work of Streetwise. As mentioned above, Streetwise do not currently teach high-risk circus skills, 

such as trapeze/aerial skills, tightwire, and tumbling/acrobatics. The risks within these disciplines are 

generally physical in nature, and are not really comparable to learning how to juggle with silk 

scarves, or learning to control a flowerstick. Despite this, several respondents did state that they had 

‘taken a risk and survived’. This may be due to the appreciation that physical risk is not the only type 

of risk associated with learning circus skills. 

I suggest that there are potentially some very real emotional risks faced by many of our participants 

when faced with learning anything new, and then being asked to perform these skills to an audience. 

It is this kind of risk taken by all of our participants, and conquered by almost all of them, which is 

perhaps worth elaborating upon here.  

The way in which so many of the participants at Knockavoe, began to feel comfortable when 

performing in front of either peers or invited guests was admirable to witness; and all staff involved, 

as well as the participants themselves, should be commended for establishing and nurturing a 

positive and supportive environment for all participants to excel in. The risk of failing, or appearing 

stupid, or less talented in front of other people was negated by the early introduction of small 

showcase events each week. By the time that the final showcase event was held, all the participants 

were quite used to showing off their skills. This occurred to such an extent that one participant who 

had developed a routine over the course of the project was able to perform an entirely different and 

hastily choreographed routine when she arrived to school on the day of the show with a broken 

arm! 
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Group work: 

As can be seen from the above table of results for Question 4, responses from groups 1 and 2, 

mentioned that they had worked with a group on a project, whereas only one of the individuals who 

responded considered themselves to have taken part in a group project. This is something of a 

quandary; was this a group project or not? How did some people feel they were part of a group, 

whilst others did not feel that way? This may be explained through analysing the way in which a 

group show was developed at Knockavoe (and indeed in other locations where the Streetwise 

disability circus project was run). 

Each individual was given the opportunity in the early stages of the project to find the circus skill 

that suited them best, or the one that they liked to practice the most. Some participants took to 

several skills, and became quite adept at using 3 or 4 different pieces of equipment, whereas others 

chose to stick with a single skill and develop that skill as far as they could. 

Once this skill was established, workshop tutors were assigned groups of participants according to 

the skill chosen; for example, one tutor may work with all those who had chosen hat juggling, other 

tutors would work with the flowerstick experts, and another would work with the stilt-walkers – any 

remaining skills would be shared between the tutors. Within these skill sets, some participants 

would choose to create a group piece e.g. 3 hat jugglers would work together, whilst others 

preferred to perform their chosen skill as an individual. Thus, the final showcase could be seen as a 

group circus project, presenting small groups and individual acts. Some participants considered 

themselves to be a part of a circus group, others as part of a double act or small group, and others as 

virtuoso soloists. 

 

Question 5: What didn’t you enjoy or like about the project? 

It is important for us as an organisation to know if and where we are going wrong. As such I sought 

to establish any possible areas for improvement through this question and question 7 (below).  

 

Group 1 No answer 
 

Group 2 One did not like stilts, the rest ‘loved it’ 
 

Individuals “I didn’t enjoy the stilts” 
“I didn’t like going on stilts because I am afraid of heights” 
“I enjoyed all of it” 
“did not like the parachute” 
“parachute” 
“I enjoy the juggling balls”5 

 

                                                           
5 There may have been some confusion as to how this question was presented which resulted in a positive 
comment being inserted here from one respondent.  
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From around 20 participants in total only 5 negative aspects were commented upon. Three did not 

like the stilts, and 2 did not enjoy the parachute games used as a warm-up activity.  

With regards to the stilts; it is made clear in each workshop by Streetwise staff that nobody should 

continue with any skill that they are not comfortable with. Stilts can be quite daunting for many 

individuals – regardless of ability – and some people simply do not wish to give them a second go – if 

indeed they try them at all. The respondents here should be commended for giving the stilts a go, 

and praised for their honesty in stating that they did not like them at all! As such, I would not 

propose removing stilts from a workshop programme if one or two participants did not want to do 

them, but would ensure that no individual is ever forced to do stilts, and ensure that they are 

encouraged to find the skill or skills that they do want to do, as was the case here. 

The difficulty with the reaction to the parachute is perhaps a little more complex, as it was used as a 

group activity at the start of each session. As discussed above, there were mixed responses to the 

idea of group cohesion in the circus workshops, but if one or two individuals are reacting negatively 

to a group activity then this needs to be dealt with by staff. I witnessed one or two occasions 

wherein individuals refused to take part in the parachute games, but were happy to work at their 

chosen skill throughout the rest of the session.  

If developing a group dynamic is important to the structure of the programme then tutors need to 

establish an activity that all participants are eager to partake in. But, if group solidarity is not a high 

priority, as was the case in this project, then having one or two exemptions from a game is not 

necessarily a bad thing; particularly if forcing people to join in would have a detrimental effect on 

the rest of the workshop. 

It was my understanding that the parachute game was used as a way to gel the group at the 

beginning of the session, once all participants had arrived from various classrooms. This gave the 

lead tutor a chance to officially ‘begin’ the workshop, and was often followed by a group meeting 

where the agenda for the session was relayed to the participants. So long as each participant is 

aware of what is expected of them through the session, participation of a game they are 

uncomfortable with should not be forced upon them. 

 

Question 6: Would you like to be involved in another project? 

Group 1 Maybe 
 

Group 2 Definitely 
 

Individuals 
(11) 

Definitely – 5 
Yes, if possible – 1  
Maybe – 2 
No answer – 3  

 

This can be seen as a generally positive reaction to the project as a whole, and indicates that circus 

workshops would be a welcome addition to the curriculum at Knockavoe.  
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Question 7: How can we improve our circus projects? 

It is important to collect creative and constructive criticism of a project from those upon whom it has 

had the greatest impact. As such I sought to elicit responses from the participants as to precisely 

how we could improve the ways that we delivered circus workshops at Knockavoe: 

 

Group 1 “Project is well planned and organised. Good variety of activities which catered for 
all abilities. Good amount of support for each child” 
 

Group 2 n/a 
 

Individuals “we could play a game of bowling – a game I like” 
“we can use balls, hats and sticks” 

 

There were no definitively critical comments regarding this circus skills project. Indeed, one group 

chose to take the opportunity to praise the project in general. Of the 2  individual comments (the 

remaining 9 chose not to answer the question), we would certainly continue to incorporate the 

occasional game of juggling ball bowling in future workshops, and will continue to use balls, hats and 

sticks as appropriate juggling props. 
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Summary: 

Judging from the responses gathered it is clear that all the respondents enjoyed the circus skills 

project at Knockavoe; although there were one or two individuals who did not complete the project 

to the end6. It is also fair to say that the participants themselves were able to articulate how they felt 

that they had benefitted from the project – particularly in such ways as skills development, 

enjoyment, increased self-esteem, and doing something new. But, this project also gave the 

participants an opportunity to showcase these benefits to an invited audience, and the evaluations 

from these guests are analysed next. 

  

                                                           
6 This was due to illness and one participant moving schools. 
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Audience evaluation 

The following information is based upon questionnaires (appendix 2) distributed to audience 

members present at the Knockavoe showcase event in June 2011. 19 questionnaires were returned, 

which correlates highly to the number of participants performing. The questionnaires were designed 

to be filled in quickly having only 3 questions. However, these were designed to be very open-ended 

in order for parents/carers and family/friends to articulate their own perspectives on the impact of 

the circus skills project. 

 

Question 1: Did you enjoy the show today? (If the answer is yes please tell us why, if the 

answer is no, please tell us why!!) 

In general, the show seemed to have had a very positive impact on the audience; not only in terms 

of entertainment, quality of performances, and enjoyment, but also in terms of demonstrating the 

physical and social benefits the participants had gained through learning circus. 

Enjoyment: 

The overwhelming response to this question was to highlight the levels of enjoyment from the 

perspective of the audience. The show clearly entertained the crowd: 

“Fantastic skills displayed, most enjoyable to watch” 

“Yes, it was brilliant, so funny and plenty of variety. Children really funny and good talent” 

 

In addition, there were several comments regarding the levels of enjoyment shown by the 

participants themselves: 

“The show was excellent, every child was given the opportunity to be a star” 

“Great, kids enjoyed it” 

“Yes, never saw the kids laugh so much” 
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Although enjoyment levels were not an immediate objective of this process, it is heartening to know 

that the project was so much fun for participants, staff, and audience members. And there is much 

to say for the connection between having fun whilst exercising and improving health levels. 

Skills: 

Other comments included how well the participants had developed their circus skills, how confident 

they appeared when performing, and how the participants’ coordination seemed to have improved: 

“Good chance for the children to learn new skills” 

“Shows the children great coordination and eye contact” 

“Yes, shows the children how to take turns and helps with coordination” 

 

These comments are perhaps more pertinent to the overall objectives of the project. Streetwise 

were at Knockavoe to introduce the benefits of circus and to develop participant’s skills in this area – 

clearly the audience at this showcase were impressed by the levels of skills the participants had 

developed. And everyone was impressed with the way that all the participants were competent 

enough to perform these skills to members of the public. 

 

Question 2: if you are a parent/carer or family/friend of any of the performers today 

please let us know if you have noticed any positive or negative impacts during their 

participation in this project (e.g. behaviour, sleep, speech) 

This question was designed to elicit reactions from parents/carers of the participants in order for 

Streetwise to continue to better understand the range of benefits of teaching circus to people with 

learning disabilities. From the responses gathered, the impact of learning circus skills and performing 

these skills to an audience seems to have had a positive impact on all participants.  

Enjoyment: 

Once again, the overriding impact that was mentioned in response to this question was the level of 

enjoyment shown by the participants (32% of responses).  
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“My daughter has enjoyed workshop tremendously” 

“X talked about enjoying circus skills and looking forward to it every week” 

“My son loved circus skills and looked forward to it each week” 

Although there is no quantifiable method in place to ascertain the importance of these responses, it 

is clear that if any participant is enjoying taking part in a project, then that can only be seen as a 

positive impact on health and well-being. This was a concept reiterated by the head teacher at 

Knockavoe, (see Staff evaluation section)  

General improvements: 

Other responses referred to improvements in confidence, general behaviour, showing a positive 

interest in something new, better sleep, communication, and one respondent referred to a ‘calming 

influence’ on the participants. 

“Great behaviour and seemed to really like getting involved” 

“X chatted to himself but engaged with his part” 

“Sleeping a lot better” 

“Yes, help him mix and communicate with others” 

In general there were many comments regarding the improved levels of confidence amongst 

participants. This is a becoming a common theme in projects of this type, and needs to be explored 

further. At this stage it is fair to assume that the methods of teaching circus skills that Streetwise 

have developed are having an immediate effect on the participants’ levels of confidence.  

One possible reason for this is the variety of skills on offer within a workshop; enabling individuals to 

find which skill suits them the best. Once this has been discovered, participants are more 

comfortable and motivated to develop ‘their skill’ to a higher level. With the right encouragement 

and tutoring, this skill can be performed effectively to an audience who would generally be unable to 

perform this skill themselves, thus giving the participants higher status than the audience. Again, this 

is a concept that needs to be communicated more thoroughly, and developed better within 

Streetwise. 

No impact: 

2 respondents did not answer this question, and only 1 specified that there had been no impact on 

behaviour, but included a positive remark nonetheless: 

“No behaviour change. Excited to learn new skills” 
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Question 3: Are there any other comments that you would like to make about today’s 

show? 

Only 3 respondents did not offer to add any additional comments. Of the remaining 16 responses all 

were very positive and supportive of the project as a whole. Most comments referred to how good 

the show was – in particular how high the skills levels were: 

High skills levels: 

“Really enjoyed it I am amazed at how well the children did” 

“All the children and parents had a really great time, thanks” 

“Great show, children happy and positive” 

“Very good, impressed by the tricks and how much the students got involved” 

“Very enjoyable, very professional” 

Calls for a repeat of the project: 

Other comments made requests for circus skills workshops and performance to be continued at 

Knockavoe in some form: 

“Have another show” 

“I would like to see more” 

Clearly, Streetwise would love to continue with this work in some shape or form at Knockavoe, and it 

would be very exciting to see longer term impacts of teaching circus in this context; rather than 

merely introduce the idea of circus and then leave Knockavoe without the opportunity or expertise 

to continue. 

And finally: 

“One of the best things to come to the school” 

 “Loved to see so many smiling faces” 

“Please don’t stop doin what you’s do makes kids have great fun” 

 

Summary: 

Judging from the responses collected, it is clear that the audience at this showcase event seemed to 

appreciate many of the objectives of the project as a whole, and were thoroughly entertained at the 

same time! 

Responses alluded to the benefits of learning circus skills; of how these skills had enhanced 

throughout the project; how the project had a positive impact on health and well-being; had 

promoted in-group inclusion (particularly as this group had a mixture of individuals with moderate 
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and severe learning disabilities); and had enhanced self-esteem. However, it is perhaps unclear from 

the audience evaluation as to whether the project had successfully achieved the final 2 objectives of 

this project -  

 To form new relationships between the arts, health, and community sectors 

 To promote an increased acceptance of disabled people in our society  

I discuss the relationship between the arts, health and community sectors in the conclusion below, 

and argue that providing Knockavoe pupils with circus skills workshops will filter into wider sectors. 

However, the concept of increased acceptance of disabled people in our society is perhaps worth 

elaborating upon here. This showcase event, although generally successful, was performed to family 

and friends of the pupils at Knockavoe and staff at the school. It was a very comfortable and 

supportive atmosphere that did seem to surprise the audience at times and show just how capable 

the participants were of learning new skills; but this was an audience that was to some extent 

already aware of the need to accept disabled people in our society. 

Having said this, there now exists a body of evidence that can be used by Knockavoe and Streetwise 

to challenge wider assumptions about people with disabilities. At Knockavoe there are now a 

number of jugglers, stilt-walkers, plate-spinners and one or two clowns that clearly demonstrate the 

potential held by any individual at the school. This is evidence that can, and should, be used by both 

partner organisations as a continuing effort to educate more people about the potential of people 

with disabilities in contemporary Northern Irish society. 

 

 

  



 
 

Dr Nick McCaffery 
 

19 Streetwise Community Circus, Knockavoe School evaluation 

Staff Evaluation (Knockavoe staff) 

This section of the evaluation is based upon informal conversation with staff at Knockavoe, a single 

returned staff evaluation survey (appendix 3), and an interview with the principal at Knockavoe, 

Martina McComish. 

Informal observation: 

From my observations, the staff at Knockavoe – both teachers and teaching support staff – seemed 

to be happy with the circus skills project. The Streetwise tutors appeared to have developed an 

adequate working relationship, and there tended to be moderate to good avenues for 

communication between Streetwise tutors and Knockavoe staff; although these communication 

channels could have been made clearer at the beginning of the project. 

There was always good support from Knockavoe staff within the workshops, and as the project drew 

towards the final showcase, staff seemed to be genuinely interested and excited for the participants. 

I was not made aware of any problems that the circus project had created for any of the staff at 

Knockavoe7. 

Formal evaluation: 

Only one member of teaching staff returned a survey, but comments here are very encouraging. I 

had initially wanted to establish where the circus project fitted in to the rest of the school’s 

activities, and whether this work was having any impact on the participants – positive or negative, 

and the following data suggests that the project was a generally positive experience for the staff at 

Knockavoe. 

Question 1: What do you feel were the aims and objectives for this circus project, and were they 

achieved? 

“Aims & objectives were helping children develop new skills and develop thinking skills & working 

with others” 

Although this is wonderful praise, it does not actually represent many of the aims and objectives of 

the project as a whole (as listed on page 1). As such, Streetwise do need to make more of an effort 

to communicate the ethos of a project with their partner organisations. However, this response does 

suggest that these admirable concepts were in fact the actual outcomes of the project, and as such 

these ideas should be nurtured and investigated – just how do we contribute to developing thinking 

skills amongst individuals with learning disabilities? How does our approach encourage working with 

others? 

 

Question 2: Have you noticed any changes (positive or negative) in the following elements: 

a. Teamwork 

                                                           
7 Comments from the head teacher reiterated this, and she stated that all of the staff at the school enjoyed 
taking part in the project. 
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“Children are willing to work as a team and have developed their turn taking” 

b. Performance skills 

“Children are continuing to develop this skill, but are making progress” 

c. Self-belief 

“Most children have developed self-belief in their performances but some still need reassurance” 

d. Confidence 

“A lot of the children have confidence to stand up and perform their skills, but some children need a 

lot of encouragement” 

e. General health 

n/a 

f. Any other observations 

n/a 

These responses are interesting as they articulate at least one unintended outcome for Streetwise 

tutors; the way in which ‘turn-taking’ has been encouraged. This is generally a result of small 

showcases at the end of each session, and has developed according to the performance experience 

of the tutors themselves. From personal observation and experience, most street performers8 show 

a good deal of respect for anybody who is ‘on-stage’ – wherever that stage may be. This has clearly 

trickled down into workshop contexts, and has been noted by Knockavoe staff, who appreciate the 

ways in which Streetwise tutors encourage participants to be both confident performers and 

tolerant and supportive audiences. 

The responses also remind us that this group contained individuals who were very happy to perform 

and display high levels of self-belief and confidence, but that there were also several participants 

who needed further encouragement in these areas. (see response to question 5 below) 

Question 3: What other activities compare to this circus project in school? 

“n/a” 

Question 4: What do you think makes the circus project unique? 

“Good teaching style as it’s taught in a manner that is suitable for all children’s abilities” 

Again this is a positive reaction and should encourage Streetwise tutors to continue to work in this 

way. Few of us have formal teaching qualifications; however, there is a general ethos within the 

juggling/circus/street performance communities that sharing skills is the best way of keeping these 

skills alive. As such, most Streetwise tutors who have a professional background in 

juggling/circus/street performance are naturally inclined to see the benefits of passing on these skills 

                                                           
8 The majority of Streetwise staff have a background in professional street performance 



 
 

Dr Nick McCaffery 
 

21 Streetwise Community Circus, Knockavoe School evaluation 

to others. The assertion that we match skills to abilities is also reflective of the variety of skills 

taught, and the implicit understanding amongst good circus skills tutors that there is at least one skill 

for every individual – it’s just a matter of matching the two together! 

Question 5: Was the project managed successfully by Streetwise staff? (please feel free to 

elaborate!) 

“The project was really well managed as all staff had certain children to work with and staff made 

great detailed assessments of children’s strengths & weakness (sic) & helped children to make 

progression within these areas.” 

Once again, this is a very positive reaction to the tutors on this team, and one that may have taken 

some of us by surprise, as we perhaps did not realise, or were not aware of the ways in which we 

were making ‘detailed assessments’.  But we clearly were ensuring that each individual involved in 

this project was able to develop a skill that they could perform. Whether this comes from an ethos 

of needing to present a show that will entertain an audience or whether it comes from a desire to 

ensure all participants have progressed as individuals is uncertain. Nevertheless, it seems that 

whatever the motivation, the results are positive, and should therefore be recognised and we should 

continue to develop our teaching styles along these lines. 

Question 6: Was this project beneficial to the school? (in what way?) 

“Beneficial as it’s providing children with additional skills and communication skills.” 

I am particularly interested in this final comment (the remaining 2 questions on the form were left 

unanswered), and the idea of providing participants with communication skills is worthy of some 

elaboration. For professional circus and street performers it is imperative that an audience 

understands what they are doing, so it is the responsibility of the performer to communicate this to 

whoever is watching. There are many methods of communication, ranging from telling the audience 

directly what you are about to do (“I will now juggle these three incredibly dangerous objects”) to 

developing a complex relationship with the audience that interests them enough to stop and watch 

what you are up to (as some of the finest silent clowns will do).  

These methods are clearly being passed on to workshop participants who have not only developed 

the physical skills necessary to perform a routine with a prop, but have developed methods for 

communicating to an audience their own characteristic and individual way of doing so. This is an 

idea that has not necessarily been openly discussed amongst Streetwise tutors, but is an important 

and valuable teaching tool.  

At Knockavoe I witnessed one participant in particular who developed their communication skills 

considerably. On the 1st week that I became involved in the project (only 4 sessions prior to the final 

showcase), I met a participant who was very keen to tell a different joke in the showcase each week. 

This performer’s speech was difficult for me to understand and I would have to listen to the joke 

several times throughout the workshop in order to understand all of the words, thus enabling me to 

help communicate the joke to the audience at the end of the session. By the time of the final 

showcase, this performer had become so relaxed and confident in front of an audience that they no 

longer needed me to ‘translate’ the joke to the audience, and they were able to communicate 

effectively to a room full of strangers. It is these skills that are having considerable impact on the 
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participants in circus workshops, not just the ability to juggle, or walk on stilts, and should therefore 

be given more consideration by Streetwise tutors. 

 

Extracts from interview with Martina McComish, principal Knockavoe School, 24th June 

2011 

N McC “were the aims and objectives being met on this project?” 

Definite yes, there was a good deal of improvement in social interaction with groups of children 

coming together. They were developing other skills. In the school there are M and S – moderate 

learning difficulties and severe learning difficulties, and the circus workshops saw these come 

together which was good. There are also children with challenging behaviour mixed into this, and the 

fact that they are even sitting together in the same room is great. Some of the students have issues 

with attention spans but they are learning to sit, wait, take turns, take instructions etc. They are 

learning in small steps to create an end product. 

Another benefit is the tutor team themselves. The children are experiencing and interacting with 

people with different accents, and who look different! Different ways of talking and phrases etc. In 

mainstream education this is of no consequence but in special education this has a very good impact. 

Of course the main thing is that this is fun. The children are learning in a fun environment. And also 

it’s good for their physical health; they are playing as well as learning new skills- it is a different 

structure. 

N McC how has this project fitted in to the rest of the curriculum? 

The benefits include social learning through play; it is certainly different from football. These guys are 

learning how to walk on stilts! And juggle hats. Imagine these children going home and telling their 

parents what they did at school! Seeing these students walking on stilts is brilliant. This is stuff that 

most adults cannot do.  

I would welcome this again and more of it. Particularly as it is free9! And performing in the showcase 

each week is very good and having benefits. 

N McC this is not necessarily a health based programme – more of an arts/performance thing, but it 

would be nice to know if this was actually having a positive impact on health etc. 

Any physical activity is a good thing and this activity is certainly contributing to health promotion – 

they are not sedentary! 

  

                                                           
9 The project was delivered at no cost to the school, although the project was financially supported by Border 
Arts and the National Lottery through the Arts Council of Northern Ireland. 
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Summary: 

 

Generally the school was very supportive of the project and could certainly see the benefits of circus 

skills that complemented the curriculum but was ‘quirky’, and outside of the norm. In no small part, 

the benefit of being cost free to the school was seen as a major advantage. The workshops definitely 

had a positive effect on those who took part – the principal stated that sometimes even getting 

some of the children to school is a struggle, but they all seemed to enjoy this project. Some of the 

children have very challenging behaviours, or would be difficult to work with normally but the tutor 

team were considered by staff to have been getting the best out of the students. 

It is encouraging that the Streetwise circus skills project was considered to be so successful in a 

number of ways. It is also very helpful to have the benefit of professionals within the field of learning 

disability comment on the ways in which projects like this are actually having an impact on 

participants. 

Streetwise Community Circus should acknowledge the input of staff at Knockavoe, and react to the 

positive impacts of our work, both intended and unexpected. These can be summarised as follows: 

 The ability to teach new circus skills 

 The potential to improve social skills and communication 

 The potential to improve health and well-being 

 The creation of a fun and exciting environment 

 The ability to improve confidence and self-esteem 

 The ability to manage projects effectively and liaise with professionals in the field 

 The fact that we have developed a teaching method that is effective 
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Tutor evaluation (Streetwise) 

 

The following data is based upon an impromptu focus group with me and 3 other members of the 

tutor team allocated to the Knockavoe project. The ‘meeting’ was conducted in the Streetwise 

vehicle on the way back from the final showcase event in June 2011. This meeting was quite 

enlightening, and is not something that we would tend to do for each project. Judging by the 

amount of data collected from this brief meeting, I would suggest that more thorough evaluation 

processes should be incorporated into projects of this scope in the future. 

Project objectives: 

We began by discussing the aims and objectives of the project. Astonishingly, none of the tutor team 

had been made aware of any of the aims and objectives of the project. My own knowledge of these 

(despite being a team leader on 2 other projects) was entirely due to collecting application 

information from the organisation administrator for evaluation purposes. The closest idea that one 

tutor had was that we were supposed to be putting on a show. 

When asked if any of the team had any personal objectives regarding the project, one tutor 

admitted that he had none at all, the lead tutor stated that he wanted to ensure a high level of 

quality to ensure that Streetwise were asked to return, and also to provide a good fun environment. 

He also stated that he had been excited about this project as he had a personal interest in the role of 

circus in education. The 3rd tutor complained that the pressure of putting on a show was not a 

benefit, and that we should simply be allowed to create a fun environment without the pressure of 

performing.  

This became a bone of contention, but if the responses from staff, participants and audience are 

anything to go by, the final showcases of these projects are without doubt a major reason for the 

success of these projects. Although it is fair to state, as the lead tutor pointed out, the final product 

should not overshadow the process. This was not about putting on a big glossy show, but about the 

journey involved in getting to a showcase. For example, the act of balancing a spinning plate on a 

finger may not be the most technically skilled piece of performance, but this project is about so 

much more than the skill involved. 

Without these showcases, there is no reason to begin such a journey. And although we have been 

commended for creating a fun environment, it is not good enough to simply go into an environment 

such as this and just ‘have fun’. It is perhaps unfortunate that one of our own tutors did not fully 

understand the impact of the work that we are doing. 

Participants’ level of enjoyment: 

I asked whether the tutor team thought that the participants seemed to enjoy the workshops: 

Tutor 1 “yeah, apart from the odd day” 

Tutor 2 “if they didn’t enjoy it they were given the option to opt out, so some did opt out but did 

come and watch the show”. 
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Tutor 1 “some enjoyed it until they actually had to do circus!” 

Tutor 2 “even those ones still learned stuff though” 

Tutor 1 “some enjoyed the challenge of learning new tricks some just enjoyed being there” 

The open nature of the workshops and the option for participants to ‘opt out’ is an important aspect 

of the project. Nobody was forced to participate, but every effort was made to ensure that those 

who were not enjoying one aspect of the project were given the option of trying a variety of skills. As 

stated above, circus skills workshops should be able to cater for any level of skill and or enthusiasm, 

but should allow for people to make an informed decision as to whether they want to opt out or not. 

As such, there were a number of individuals in the project who perhaps needed more 

encouragement to find the skill that was right for them. By doing this, ‘even those ones learned 

stuff’! This theme was further developed later on in the conversation, see below. 

Group dynamics: 

There was some contention as to whether the participants gelled together as a group. One tutor 

thought that there was a positive group dynamic already in existence, whereas another tutor 

pointed out how diverse the group was, and how staunchly individual some participants seemed to 

be10. However, the lead tutor was able to note the progression of some individuals over the course 

of the project towards a group dynamic. And again, this is where the benefit of working toward a 

show is evidenced: 

The parachute game is a good example of seeing the progress of group dynamics as a whole; 

being able to sit them all down at the end of the game and explain what was going to happen 

in the class that day shows a real progression. And teachers mentioned the way they sat and 

watched each show each week. In the final showcase I wasn’t sure if they would sit and watch 

the whole showcase, but they did and were willing each other on. That was a 45/50 minute 

show, which is a long time. 

Impact on participants: 

I asked if the tutor team thought that this project had made any impact on the participants, and was 

somewhat taken aback by the initial response from one tutor who could not immediately see that he 

had done such a good job: 

N McC what sort of impact do you think this project has had on the participants? 

Tutor 2 Massive.  

Tutor 1 didn’t see a lot of impact 

Tutor 2 really? What about X’s face? In the practice session she was trying to do the hat line on her 

own. 

Tutor 1 ok the show had an impact; everyone was worked up over the show 

                                                           
10 This relates to the discussion above by the participants themselves –was this a group project or not? 
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Tutor 2 but she, at the beginning [of the project], was basically wheeled in and sat in the corner and 

told to watch and by today she was trying on her own to work out a complicated hat juggling piece. 

Like Y’s flower stick routine, or Z who has come along, and the 3 girls who would have had difficulty 

just standing up without giggling, doing a hat routine 

Tutor 1 and the way everyone cheered for everyone else at the end 

Tutor 2 I do think we had an impact, we weren’t there to do drama, and this was a missed 

opportunity as we had no sense of them being on stage 

Despite initial reservations then, it was at least heartening that the tutor was finally able to 

appreciate the impact that this project had had upon the participants. It was also heartening to see 

that there was not necessarily a sense of resting on our laurels, as the lead tutor pointed out how 

things could have been improved and built upon for future projects. 

Performance skills: 

We then discussed individual’s improved levels of performance. This conversation generally 

reiterated several issues raised in both the staff and audience evaluations discussed above.  

Tutor 2 “Oh definitely an improvement” 

Tutor 1 “We could hear X’s joke today” 

Tutor 2 “It’s not quantum leaps,”  

Tutor 1 “But before they weren’t happy to perform in front of each other but today they performed in 

front of everyone”.  

Tutor 2 “See Y as an example who did not come on the whole journey with us, was really nervous 

today and did not perform” 

Tutor 1 “Yeah, and Z was happy to stand in front of a crowd and just throw a smile out while we 

waited for the music to start”. 

Tutor 2 “A and B for example, they would not have been comfortable standing in front of people 

before” 

Tutor 1 “C?”  

Tutor 2 “Oh yeah C – she got up twice!” 

 

One thing that struck me as very positive here was the level of engagement that the tutor team 

seemed to have with the individual participants. On my first visit to Knockavoe as a tutor I enquired 

quite generally as to the kind of group I was about to meet, and was given very clear and detailed 

descriptions of each of the participants. These descriptions related to skills levels, personalities, 

levels of engagement with the group and the tutors, and potential for performance pieces. This kind 

of data can only really be garnered through an authentic connection to the participants and is well 
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worth mentioning here. It was also encouraging (though by now, positively expected) that no 

individual was referred to by their apparent disability. All of the tutor team referred to X the juggler 

or Y the stilt-walker – never X the one with autism, or Y the one with Downs Syndrome. 

 This attitude was also quite prominent in the following conversation regarding an individual who 

chose to opt out of the project: 

Tutor 2, “X, I was disappointed about because we all did so much to try and help,” 

Tutor 1 “And the staff did too” 

Tutor 2, “Yeah we all rallied round” 

Tutor 1, “He needed too much man power though” 

Tutor 2, “Yeah difficult because he was so severe, I don’t know his history, but he did sit and watch 

the whole show. Maybe we just got the wrong approach for him, or whether there was too much 

going on around it was too noisy, that’s when you need an individual just to sit and play with him 

one-to-one”. 

The mixture of assessing what worked on the project, and what could have been improved upon is a 

valuable reason for conducting these evaluations. This type of conversation is all too often lost, if it 

takes place at all. But these are the conversations that help make a difference between a successful 

project and one that simply ‘provides a fun environment’.  

Other issues and outcomes: 

The conversation moved on after this to cover a small number of organisational issues. Key amongst 

these was the flexibility required when planning a long term project in a school – as there are a 

number of events that take precedence over circus workshops, such as staff training, or sports days 

etc. This simply has to be accepted by Streetwise, and so long as there are clear lines of 

communication between partner organisations, this should not be seen as too much of an obstacle.  

We also discussed the apparent uncertainty amongst some staff at Knockavoe as to how much they 

should become involved in the workshops. From my own experience of working in schools, this is a 

common topic for debate. Those projects where staff have engaged with the workshop tend to have 

a better dynamic than those where the staff sit at the back of the room and do their marking. 

However, it is often the case that Streetwise tutors are not certain of the boundaries of their 

authority, and most are to some degree unsure how to encourage staff who do not immediately 

display any interest in a project.  

At Knockavoe, I witnessed so many staff come in and out of the workshop, I was uncertain which 

teachers were actually involved. It seems that this was a situation shared by the lead tutor: 

Yeah, last week I asked one teacher to join in and she seemed a bit shocked. But I wanted to 

keep two performers separate. So it would have been nicer to have clearer communication – 

maybe briefings with the teaching staff would have been better. It was only really recently that 

we knew which teachers we were dealing with! It would have been nice to have known the 

hierarchy thing 
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This kind of misunderstanding would be easily avoided by establishing clearer lines of 

communication between lead tutors and the appropriate host staff at the beginning of a project. 

One topic that seemed to run through the entire conversation was the extent to which tutors should 

push the participants to improve their skills levels. This is a theme common to all circus workshops, 

and is not solely an issue when dealing with participants with disabilities. Maintaining levels of 

enthusiasm is an on-going process, and the goal of working towards a showcase is a very useful tool 

here. However, there were some instances where Streetwise tutors were unsure how hard to push 

the performers to get them to practice. Tutors were certain that some of the performers were 

capable of more than they were demonstrating, but did not want to initiate a negative reaction to 

the project as a whole. 

In the context of this project, as we were dealing with school pupils, Streetwise tutors may have 

benefitted from better communication with Knockavoe staff as to some of the specific needs, or 

characteristics of participants who were identified as needing further encouragement. The last thing 

that tutors want is to alienate someone by saying the wrong thing, or acting in a way that would 

trigger a negative reaction. However, we should also never be in a situation where assumptions are 

made about the capability of any individual with learning or behavioural difficulties; and tutors 

should not feel restricted by assumptions made about any individual’s ability. 

At Knockavoe we were struck by several examples of participants who, when given the right amount 

of encouragement, actually performed well above our initial expectations. I was personally struck by 

one individual who, by the end of the project, was not only capable of learning new tricks, but also 

devising tricks that I had never seen before; and was actually tutoring me. Sadly, there were also one 

or two examples where tutors did not push participants to their full capability, and this should be 

acknowledged and challenged at every opportunity. Clearly finding the right balance for each 

participant is key to the success of a project. 

As tutors become more experienced through working on longer term projects such as this, we are 

developing and implementing new project management skills. The tutors on this project generally 

agreed that there was no excuse for just ‘winging’ a workshop, and that more thought and 

consideration was needed when dealing with participants with more complex emotional and 

behavioural needs. But there was no excuse for not challenging lazy or inappropriate behaviour from 

participants in a workshop.  

The conversation also covered the way in which the workshops themselves were planned, and 

whether it was better to have one large group for the whole session, or divide the group into smaller 

groups for shorter, more intensive skills training. There was a general agreement that almost all of 

the performers benefitted from the mild disruption of the final showcase day where Knockavoe staff 

training precluded the use of the main hall. In this instance, we were able to work with small groups 

of 5 or 6 participants in a smaller room, for 20 to 30 minutes at a time. These sessions where the 

staff to performer ratio was smaller resulted in all of the performers making improvements on their 

skills levels.  

Streetwise tutors argued that if this had been the scenario from the outset there would have been a 

much higher level of skills for each performer to have displayed in the final showcase. However, this 

would have been at the cost of all of the other benefits that this project had achieved. Without the 



 
 

Dr Nick McCaffery 
 

29 Streetwise Community Circus, Knockavoe School evaluation 

group work, and in particular the weekly showcases, there would have been arguably less 

improvement in confidence, turn-taking, communication, etc. Perhaps there is room for long term 

projects such as this to include mixed timetabling approaches in order to get the benefits of large 

group work combined with smaller intensive sessions. 

 

Summary: 

In general the tutor evaluation was a healthy mix of praise for a job well done, and realisation that 

there are still ways to improve our workshops. Working in a school environment resulted in different 

challenges, and the tutors generally felt that the project would have been more effective had there 

been better communication between all parties from the outset.  

Most urgent is the need for Streetwise administration to better communicate the aims and 

objectives of each project to lead tutors – with the caveat that communication is always a two-way 

process, and if lead tutors are not being told something then they always have the opportunity to 

ask the right questions! 

On a positive note, it seems that most of the tutor team in this project were continuing to develop 

new skills for teaching circus skills to people with disabilities, and making genuine connections with 

the participants on the project. And that the suggestion that we should simply be providing a ‘fun 

environment’ for participants without the pressure of learning new skills or having to perform them 

was not the general consensus. Of course we should be providing a fun environment, but that is not 

the goal of the work that we do – there is a bigger picture at work here that the participants, the 

audience and the staff at Knockavoe all seem to be recognising and appreciative of. 
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Conclusion: 

To conclude, the circus skills project that was provided by Streetwise at Knockavoe was generally 

regarded by participants, audience members, school staff and tutors as an enjoyable and successful 

experience. What follows is a brief discussion of the intended and unintended outcomes of the 

project together with some recommendations for future circus skills projects. 

 

Intended outcomes: 

This section will discuss whether the stated aims and objectives of the Streetwise Disability Project 

were met at Knockavoe.  

To introduce to new groups the benefits of circus skills 

None of the participants at Knockavoe had learnt any circus skill prior to the arrival of Streetwise. As 

such this was without doubt a ‘new group’. However, it is not necessarily clear what is meant in the 

project’s proposal by the ‘benefits’ of circus skills. There is a growing academic literature based on 

evidence from community circus and social circus across the globe that is beginning to identify more 

thoroughly these benefits. Streetwise is now in an optimum position both to learn from this 

research, and also to begin to take a lead in contributing to this research.  

Some of the benefits (intended and unintended) identified by participants, audience members and 

staff at Knockavoe include: 

 Better communication skills 

 Better self esteem 

 Better health 

 Higher levels of confidence 

 Enjoyment and enthusiasm 

 Learning to take turns 

 Learning to watch other people perform 

 Integration into a group 

 Learning how to learn (whilst still having fun!) 

Other benefits of circus skills have been identified in other contexts, and it is fair to suggest that 

these benefits have occurred to some extent at Knockavoe. Benefits can be educational (e.g. maths 

skills, concentration, learning to learn); social (e.g. patience, confidence, self-esteem); and physical 

(e.g. coordination, flexibility, balance)The following extract is from a report into teaching circus skills 

to adults and children with physical and learning disabilities through the HandiCirque programme in 

Brussels: 

Circus arts contribute to the development of the individual by stimulating: 

-his/her motor and psychomotor abilities 

-his social capacities.  
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HandiCirque encourages new discoveries, the surpassing of oneself, and facilitates the creation 

of a positive self-image. They also offer a means of expression, stimulate creativity and 

develop body awareness. One learns to surpass him/herself, to work on him/herself, to find 

his/her own means of expression and to find happiness. They contribute to the well-being and 

the opening of individuals, while at the same time favouring their autonomy. They accentuate 

the work with one another, with the group (learning how to trust and be trusted), and 

therefore encourage socialising and enable integration. That’s how circus arts contribute to 

the development of the mental and physical health of any individual. 

To a very strong degree, the evidence from Knockavoe supports this thesis concerning the benefits 

of learning circus skills. (See also Bolton 2004) 

One factor that should be included here is that circus skills workshops are not a form of therapy. 

Streetwise are not claiming that circus skills should be used as treatment for any area of an 

individual’s health and well-being. However, there are several measurable, positive effects of 

learning circus skills that make these projects enjoyable and that have the potential to make positive 

impacts in the areas of education, social skills, and physical health. 

 

To enhance circus skills 

This objective seems to have been successfully met across the board, with all participants who 

completed the project having learned at least one circus skill to a level at which they could perform 

in front of others. As stated above, several participants even learned more than one skill. Tutors and 

staff were more aware of the progression of these skills throughout the project that audience 

members of perhaps the participants themselves. However, although tutors were pleasantly 

surprised by the levels achieved they were certain that in some cases these could have been higher 

still.  

 

To have a positive impact on health 

 In the words of the principal –  

Any physical activity is a good thing and this activity is certainly contributing to health 

promotion – they are not sedentary! 

The workshops themselves provided participants with an opportunity to become more active in a 

safe environment, without foregrounding the idea that this was a form of physical exercise. All of the 

skills taught require a certain amount of physical involvement – even juggling silk scarves requires 

some muscular input. When tutors found participants sitting down at the edge of the hall and not 

engaging with the props, they encouraged them to get up and find something in the room that they 

liked to do. 
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One author11 has identified a number of physical benefits of learning circus skills such as juggling, 

diabolo, and flowerstick etc. these include: 

•Physical Fitness 

 •Co-ordination 

 •Ambidexterity 

 •Flexibility 

 •Reflexes 

 •Rhythm and Timing 

 •Balance 

 •Body Orientation 

Although no specific data was collected at Knockavoe to measure or monitor increases in these 

areas, learning circus skills has been seen to contribute to better health in a number of ways. 

Therefore it can be safely assumed those who participated in this circus skills project did benefit 

their health. It would be very useful if Streetwise could develop a method for monitoring these 

benefits in future projects, so as to rely less on assumptions about health improvements. 

 

To promote inclusion 

As discussed above, one of the most noticeable benefits of the circus skills project at Knockavoe was 

the way in which we integrated pupils with moderate and severe learning difficulties. In addition, 

this project was able to showcase to a public audience the capabilities of people with disabilities to 

learn and perform circus skills. This body of evidence should now be used by both Knockavoe and 

Streetwise to continue to challenge public perceptions of people with disabilities.   

 

To enhance self esteem 

Staff, tutors, audience members and participants all prioritised an increase in confidence and self-

esteem within their feedback. It is fair to say that we were successful in achieving this objective. 

 

To form new relationships between the arts, health, and community sectors 

This project was a collaboration between Streetwise – a community arts organisation, and 

Knockavoe School – an educational establishment. Nonetheless, this is not to say that there were no 

                                                           
11 http://www.jugglingworld.biz/index.php?/benefits-of-juggling-and-circus-skills.html  
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new relationships developed between arts, health and the community sectors in this case. The 

pupils with whom we worked at Knockavoe are themselves individually connected to the arts, 

health, and community sectors to varying degrees; and there is bound to be a ripple out effect of 

having more individuals who have learned circus skills and who can take these skills with them 

outside of an educational environment.  

One of the key benefits of learning circus skills is that they are skills that can be continued outside of 

a workshop environment, and once learned are difficult to forget. The fact that Knockavoe now has 

a number of skilled performers should be built upon at every opportunity, e.g. open days, sports 

days, parent evenings, etc. The individual performers themselves should also be encouraged to do 

this in their own social spheres. 

 

To promote an increased acceptance of disabled people in our society 

Once again, this is an objective that is generally implied by the very nature of learning circus skills, 

and was perhaps an aim that was not at the forefront of the tutor’s minds in this context. However, 

by completing this project there now exists a number of newly skilled performers who can challenge 

the risk of being defined, categorised or stereotyped by the social label of their disability; and who 

can defy expectations by referring to their abilities as jugglers, stilt-walkers, etc. Whether this leads 

to an increased acceptance or merely challenges those who make assumptions is beyond the scope 

of this evaluation. 

 

Unintended outcomes: 

In addition to meeting the aims and objectives set out at the earliest stages of planning the disability 

circus projects, evidence collected from Knockavoe for this evaluation raised a number of valuable 

benefits and themes that were not necessarily expected. These are included here in the hope that 

Streetwise are able to further explore these themes in future projects: 

Outcomes for participants Outcomes for Streetwise 

Improved communication skills 
 

Project management skills 
 

Turn-taking, respect for others 
 

Developing new teaching expertise and skills 
 

Learning new thinking skills, how to learn 
 

Developing connections with, and respect for, 
participants 

Developing group identity 
 

 

Interacting with adults with different accents, 
and appearances!  
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Recommendations 

Following an analysis of the feedback collected from those involved in the Streetwise Disability 

Circus Project at Knockavoe, I have highlighted the following areas that should be considered by 

Streetwise in order to benefit future projects. 

1: Communication: 

There was a lack of clear communication between Streetwise administration and tutor teams 

regarding the aims and objectives of the project. 

There was a feeling that more communication between the tutor team and staff at Knockavoe 

regarding roles and responsibilities, as well as project aims and objectives, would have been 

beneficial. 

2: Project management: 

The tutor team are to be commended for managing a project of this type to completion; in terms of 

planning workshops, liaising with staff regarding timetabling, and producing a final showcase. 

However, there is room for improvement and as tutors gain more experience in longer term projects 

such as this, the roles and responsibilities expected of lead tutors in particular should be articulated 

more clearly, and supported by Streetwise administration. This would provide more tutors with the 

confidence that is often lacking in these situations, and would help reduce confusion and 

uncertainty. Had Tutors at Knockavoe been more certain of their roles, they would perhaps have 

sought more data from staff regarding how best to encourage students with emotional and/or 

behavioural issues, or how best to encourage staff to contribute to workshops. It is perhaps a lost 

opportunity that none of the staff at Knockavoe performed with the pupils at the final showcase. 

3: Understanding and furthering the benefits of circus skills projects: 

It is excellent news that the Knockavoe strand of this project was received so well, especially as so 

few of the tutors were aware of the aims and objectives of the project. There needs to be a more 

thorough understanding of the effects of these workshops upon the participants. As Streetwise 

develops more programmes for people with disabilities, we need to ensure that all tutors involved 

are aware of and contributing to the ethos behind these projects. It simply is not good enough to be 

providing a ‘fun environment’ as some kind of respite from everyday life, the potential for having a 

much larger impact on people’s lives should not be underestimated. 

I would call for more effective training and encouragement to be provided for Streetwise staff, so 

that they can continue to push the boundaries of community circus work. And for there to be a 

clearer disciplinary structure in place should tutors fail to reach the standards expected of them. 

4: Evaluation process: 

At present, the evaluation process that Streetwise uses is insufficient to record the full impact of our 

work. This is probably due to the relatively limited structure of the organisation. However, we must 

remember that this is a cooperative entity and our members are certainly capable of articulating 

their views on the perceived successes and failures of any project. We need a more structured, and 
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simple, method for evaluating projects that can be implemented across all of our projects. Again, 

Streetwise should consider providing training and support for all lead tutors to develop and 

implement a time- and cost-effective method for evaluating our work. 

5: Completing a project: 

All of the participants, staff and audience members enjoyed the experience of hosting this circus 

skills project; but where does the successful completion of this project leave those involved? Do we 

have a responsibility to develop our links with the school, having provided a mere taster of the 

potential benefits of learning circus skills? Clearly there are funding issues to consider here, but it is 

worth asking what we expect our partner organisations to do with the skills we impart once we have 

to leave. At present there is no thought as to whether a successful showcase is necessarily the final 

part of a project – these are skills that have been learned and some thought should be given as to 

how participants can continue to benefit from these skills once Streetwise is no longer “on site”.  

There are several examples of community circus organisations outside of Northern Ireland helping to 

develop host staff to continue to teach circus skills, and this is worth considering for future projects. 

Otherwise we may be guilty of raising hopes and expectations and then not following through with 

any support. If learning circus skills does have the kind of impact suggested by the feedback 

collected here, then Streetwise should feel some obligation to ensure that each project we complete 

has the opportunity to continue to benefit from our work in some way. 
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Appendix 1 
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Streetwise Community Circus 

PARTICIPANT EVALUATION SURVEY 

1. Why did you get involved in this project? 

I’ve been involved before     

Good opportunity     

Curiosity      

Something to do     

I felt it was time to try something new   

I wanted to learn, to practice   

I am interested in circus   

Friends were involved     

Have some fun      

To find new friends     

To become involved in the community  

I don’t know     

Other reasons: 

     

      

Were your expectations met?   Yes   No 

2. What is the most important thing that has happened for you since starting this project? 

(One example only please) 

            

            

             

3. Did you enjoy being involved in the project? 

Loved it  Liked it  Neutral  Didn’t enjoy it  Hated it  

4. Did any of the things from the following list happen through being involved in the project? 

tried something new  

challenged myself  

took a risk and survived  

did something I am proud of  

created good / interesting art 

made friends, social connections 

explored interests, talents  

worked with a group on a project 

learnt new things developed my confidence 

felt proud of myself 

felt happy 

felt well, healthy 

learnt about other people; other cultures 

learnt new skills 

developed skills for employment 

developed skills for studying, training 

did something positive for myself 

did something positive for the community 



5. What didn’t you enjoy or like about the project? 

            

            

            

            

             

6. Would you like to be involved in another project? 

Never again        I don’t think so       Maybe     Yes, if possible       Definitely 

7. How can we improve our circus projects? 

            

            

            

            

            

             

 

 

THANK YOU 
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Appendix 2 
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Audience evaluation form 

Question 1: Did you enjoy the show today? (If the answer is yes please tell us why, if the 

answer is no, please tell us why!!) 

 

 

 

Question 2: if you are a parent/carer or family/friend of any of the performers today 

please let us know if you have noticed any positive or negative impacts during their 

participation in this project (e.g. behaviour, sleep, speech) 

 

 

 

Question 3: Are there any other comments that you would like to make about today’s 

show? 
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Appendix 3 
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Streetwise Community Circus 

STAFF EVALUATION SURVEY 

Knockavoe School June 2011 

 

1. What do you feel were the aims and objectives for this circus project, and were they 

achieved? 

 

 

2. Have you noticed any changes (positive or negative) in the following elements (please give 

any relevant examples) 

 

a. Teamwork 

 

b. Performance skills 

 

c. Self-belief 

 

d. Confidence 

 

e. General health 

 

f. Any other observations 

 

3. What other activities compare to this circus project in school? 
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4. What do you think makes the circus project unique? 

 

 

 

5. Was the project managed successfully by Streetwise staff? (please feel free to elaborate!) 

 

 

6. Was this project beneficial to the school? (in what way?) 

 

 

7. Would you include circus skills in the school in future? 

 

 

8. Any other comments 
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